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Preface: Poetry Is an Eternal Friend of Human Beings

On July 21, 2007, the three-day International Conference on the 20th Century
American Poetry opens in the Academic Exchange Center of Central China Normal
University (CCNU), Wuhan, China. The conference is hosted by Foreign Literature
Studies, an AHCI scholarly journal, of CCNU, and co-sponsored by Humanities School
and School of Foreign Languages of CCNU, Center for Programs in Contemporary
Writings of University of Pennsylvania, Zhejiang University, Beijing Language and
Culture University, Xi’an International Studies University, Sichuan International Studies
University, Shanghai University, Guangzhou University, Northwest Normal University,
Hunan University, Hubei University, Central South University and Lanzhou Jiaotong
University. Nearly 200 scholars and poets from China Mainland, Hong Kong, America,
Japan, and Finland attend the conference, among whom are Marjorie Perloff, professor of
Stanford University and ex-president of MLA, Charles Bernstein, professor of University
of Pennsylvania and fellow of American Academy of Arts and Science, Anne Waldman,
professor of Naropa University and a leading poet. As some critics comment, this
conference is a milestone in China’s scholarship on American poetry, for it not only
promotes the exchange and communication among scholars and poets from different
countries but also will exert a far-reaching influence on China’s foreign literature studies.

The Advisory Committee of the conference is co-chaired by Professor Ma Min,
president of Central China Normal University, and Professor Marjorie Perloff, while
Professor Nie Zhenzhao, chief editor of Foreign Literature Studies and vice president of
China National Foreign Literature Association, Professor Charles Bernstein, and
Jidimajia, vice president of China Poetry Academy and vice governor of Qinghai Province,
serve as the chairpersons of the Academic Committee of the conference. Professor Luo
Lianggong, assistant editor-in-chief of Foreign Literature Studies, serves as Secretary-in-
chief of the conference. Professor Nie presided at the opening ceremony, where Ma Min,
Marjorie Perloff, Charles Bernstein, Wang Xianpei, president of Hubei Provincial
Writers’ Association and professor of humanities at CCNU, Dellita Martin-Ogunsola,
Professor of Alabama University and President of Langston Hughes Society, Tian
Jingcheng of the Ministry of Education of China, and Hu Yamin, professor and Dean of
School of Humanities, CCNU, give their ebullient speeches, while Professor Chen
Zhongyi, president of China National Foreign Literature Association, Jidimajia, Wang
Zhongxiang, honorary chief editor of Foreign Literature Studies, and Chen Jing,
professor and dean of Foreign Languages School of Lanzhou Jiaotong University, express

their congratulations on the opening of the conference by writing to the Organizing
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Committee of the conference.
Centering on the theme of “the 20th-century American poetry,” the conference

focuses on seven sub-topics, namely, 1) Charles Bernstein and L=A=N=G=U=A=G
=E; 2) Langston Hughes: His Art and Influence; 3) The Politics of Poetic Form in
Modernist and Contemporary American Poetry; 4) Visual and Sound Text, Performance,
and Collaboration in the 20th Century American Poetry; 5) Rethinking the Cannon of
American Poets; 6) Minority, Mainstream, Insider, Outsider: Who Writes American
Poetry and Who Reads It? 7) China and American Poetic Encounters and Differences in the
20th and 21st Centuries. Among them, the topics about Charles Bernstein and L=A=N
=G=U=A=G=E Poetry, Langston Hughes, and poetic form and politics have been
first discussed in the form of conference panels in China. It can be understood that the
uniqueness and diversity in the topics endow the conference with special charm that has
drawn so many scholars and poets from different parts of the world.

This conference is generally acknowledged as an advanced-level academic event with
its convincing keynote speeches and profound panel discussions. Scholars and poets from
different parts of the world gather together, discussing a series of important academic
issues concerned with the 20th century American poetry. For Chinese scholars and poets,
this is not only a chance of exchanging their ideas and understanding about poetry and
poetics face-to-face with western scholars but also of hearing and communicating with
those poets like Charles Bernstein, Anne Waldman, Everett Hoagland, Leevi Lehto and
so on, who add much to the scholarship of this conference by presenting a combination of
reason of scholars and passion and diversity of poets. The academic ideas of scholars as
outsiders and the self-interpretation of the poets as insiders, combined together, provide a
very special chance of understanding and researching the 20th-century American poetry.

Here I would like to point out that Professor Marjorie Perloff is one of the highlights
of the conference. A great and charismatic scholar in the field of the research of American
poetry, she is benign, modest, wise and broad-minded. It is safe to say that it is just
through her critique and contribution that the avant-garde American poetry such as L=A
=N=G=U=A=G=E Poetry has become widely-recognized and world-influential, and
the avant-garde poets like Charles Bernstein have been discovered, and that numerous
readers have begun to understand those open, novel, and revolutionary poetry and what
they mean for the 20th-century literature. In her keynote speech and her speech at the
Contemporary American Poetic Forum, the charisma and wisdom of Professor Perloff
shines admirably as a star. Charles Bernstein and Anne Waldman, by presenting both
speeches and poem performance during the conference, demonstrate their charming
personality as poet-scholars. As well, many scholars and poets from China and other
countries have also impressed the audience strikingly.

This is a scholarly regalement in a mixture of the eastern and western styles. While

the delegates enjoy the academic fruits contributed from different parts of the world, they
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are also intoxicated with a poem reading evening during the conference. Lu Yaodong,
professor of Wuhan University in his late seventies, Charles Bernstein, Anne Waldman,
Everett Hoagland, Steven C. Tracy, professor of University of Massachusetts at
Ambherst, Leevi Lehto, Xie Kegiang, Dong Hongyou and others all read and perform
poems on the stage. Intoning in classical Chinese style, poem performance with passion,
and reading to music—all demonstrate the everlasting beauty and charm of poetry, which
will burn this evening bright forever in everybody’s memory.

We can feel the strong power of poetry in both the academic discussion and poem
reading. Poetry is a language beyond any barriers, and thus can serve as a special medium
for communication among people of different languages, countries, and races. By the
rhythm and rhyme of poetry, we can transcend the limitations of languages and achieve a
understanding of poetry, an emotional sympathy and spiritual communication. For
example, when Professor Lu Yaodong reads in the classical Chinese intoning way, all the
audience can grasp the feelings and information in his prolonged age-old tone, which makes
us amazed at the magic power of poetry. When Charles Bernstein, Anne Waldman and
Steven Tracy perform poems, we are intoxicated with the passion and power as drumbeats
and sometimes with the softness like violin pieces. When Leevi Lehto reads in Finnish, a
language few of us know, people can still understand him just by his passion, rhythm and
change of tones.

Poetry for us is the finest food and indispensable art in our life. For poetry has
goodness as its root, truth its beauty, and feelings its origin. For poetry presents a
profound world of ideas full of noble qualities. From of old poetry is of an ethical
characteristic in edifying our moral sentiments. This reflects the common demands, moral
and spiritual. Along with every step human beings have advanced from the ancient times,
poetry expresses our wishes and ideals, molds our character and moral codes. Poetry is
goddess of freedom as well, whose duty is to deliver good information to all people in the
world. Great poets, such as Homer and Sappho in the ancient Greece, Dante of Italy,
Shakespeare of England, Goethe of Germany, Epic writers of India, and Chinese poets like
Qu Yuan, Li Bai and Du Fu, always live in the heart of their countrymen and also of the
people all over the world. For all great poets have transcended and will transcend the
boundaries of their countries and become the poets of all human beings. It is true of the
poets of the ancient times, which can be seen in the fact that almost all great poets have
been translated into Chinese. It is also true of some of the contemporary poets. A good
case in point is Charles Bernstein, whose poems are not only appreciated in America but
also in Europe and in China. His Language poems were translated into Chinese as early as
in 1993. And a collection including more of his poems will be translated into Chinese and
published in China at the end of this year. We can even say that we have begun our
communication in poetry much earlier than we communicate in reality.

We cannot live without poetry, whether it is in the ancient or modern times. While
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many poets, critics and readers in the east and west lament over the decline of poetry,
while many of us feel that poetry is slipping farther and farther away from our real life,
this conference gives us a surprise that poetry has never been away from us. We need
poetry, love poetry, and keep creating poetry. The world is beautiful just because of
poetry. This conference is possible just because of the charm of poetry, which has drawn
poets and scholars from America, Europe, China and other countries to gather together in
Wuhan. An audience of over 200 participants is a definite sign that poetry is still loved by
people. This not only strengthens the poet’s confidence but also the conviction of the
critics and readers that poetry is always the eternal friend of all human beings and the
messenger of peace and friendship.

The International Conference on the 20th-century American Poetry is over. But when
the proceedings of the conference will come out, I would like to express my sincere
gratitude to all the participants of the conference and to all friends who are concerned
about poetry. Meanwhile, I would like also to express our best wishes for prosperous

poetry, for a world of greater peace and for a more beautiful future.

Nie Zhenzhao
Vice President’ China National Foreign Literature Association
Vice President’ Chinese/ American Association for Poetry and Poetics
Chief Editor’ Foreign Literature Studies

Professor of Hum anities, Central China Normal University
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